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Introduction 1
This article analyses the European Union (EU)'s policy vis-à-vis Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia and the responses of South Caucasus' elites and societies to the EU's offer. The article starts with an overview of the EU's involvement in the region since the collapse of the Soviet Union. It then delves into how EU policies resonate with domestic elites and societies in each country.
The article argues that EU policies in the South Caucasus are fraught with tensions deriving from a mismatch between EU toolbox and local expectations. The growing involvement of the EU in the region is accompanied by an increasing differentiation of EU policies towards the South Caucasus countries in response to their heterogeneous expectations. However, the EU's toolbox -inspired by the EU's own experience -is not well attuned to local priorities.
The article highlights three flaws in EU policies. First, the EU has failed to significantly increase engagement in conflict resolution in the South Caucasus. Second, it has refrained from using political conditionality despite breaches of the rule of law and democratisation setbacks in the region. Third, it has focused on L'Europe en formation nº 385 Été 2018 Été -Summer 2018 wide-scale export of EU standards, which raises questions concerning the EU's acquis capacity to serve as a blueprint for development in these post-Soviet countries. As a result of the above-mentioned shortcomings, the EU's overall influence is limited in a region where other external actors, namely Russia and Turkey, are enjoying long-standing and multifaceted leverages.
The EU and the South Caucasus
Until the early 2000s, the South Caucasus was not a priority for the EU. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, both the European Commission (EC) and the EU's member states kept a low profile in the region, with only a handful of member states opening embassies in all three countries and an EC delegation in Georgia covering the whole region. Like other post-Soviet countries, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia signed partnership and cooperation agreements (PCAs) with the EU, thereby paving the way for a political dialogue and enhanced economic cooperation with the Union. However, both the belated entry into force of these agreements (1999) and their limited scope as compared to those signed with Russia, Ukraine and Moldova reflect the EU's limited commitment to what was then regarded as a remote region. Importantly, unlike the agreements signed with Russia, Ukraine and Moldova, those signed with South Caucasus countries did not include the objective of setting-up a free-trade area with the EU and, thus, were significantly more limited in scope. Moreover, the EU did not become involved in the mechanisms designed to settle the conflicts that erupted in Georgia with the secessionism of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and those between Armenia and Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh in the late 1980s-early 1990s. 2 The EU's growing engagement in the South Caucasus starting in the early 2000s was not the outcome of straightforward and linear dynamics, but was rather a result of a disjointed and chaotic process. While political developments in the region -more specifically the Rose Revolution in Georgia at the end of 2003 -contributed to shifting the EU's attention to the South Caucasus, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia were initially excluded from the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) as they were not immediate neighbours of the EU.
Security issues were decisive in raising the EU's awareness of the region's strategic importance, thereby leading to a more active EU role:
"The integration of acceding states increases [the EU's] security but also brings the EU closer to troubled areas… Even in an era of globalisation, geography is still important. It is in the European interest that countries on our borders are well-governed…
We should now take a stronger and more active interest in the problems of the Southern Caucasus, which will in due course also be a neighbouring region." 4 With the appointment of a Special Representative for the South Caucasus in summer 2003 and the integration of Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia in the ENP in 2004, the EU gained an enhanced political profile in the region. However, the ENP offered only fuzzy incentives combined with vague conditionality 5 and required unclear commitments from the partner countries. Crucially, the security rationale underlying the ENP did not translate into an increased EU role in conflict resolution in the South Caucasus. 6 In fact, the EU designed the ENP as "a means of addressing these issues [conflict resolution] indirectly by tackling underlying issues of governance, lack of economic development, insecurity and stability."
7
With the ENP, the EU chose to focus on the partner countries' reform processes as a first step to conflict resolution. It emphasised the role of good governance and rule of law as key drivers of security and stability, even if in the long-term. Both the EU's assistance and conditionality were supposed to drive reforms in key sectors (e.g. justice, security sector reform) with the aim of strengthening democratic institutions and ultimately "contributing to a more positive climate for conflict settlement."
8 However, this long-term approach premised on the EU's own experience stumbled against regional realities. For instance, the EU's emphasis on the rule of law as a preliminary condition for stability was at odds with Georgia's prioritisation of territorial integrity and reintegration of the breakaway regions.
9
In addition, the EU's weak involvement in conflict resolution limited its leverage over South Caucasus countries and resulted in the EU's promoting conflicting principles in the different countries. For instance, the ENP Action Plan negotiated with Armenia mentioned the right to self-determination whereas the EUAzerbaijan Action Plan referred to territorial integrity.
With the Eastern Partnership launched in 2009, the EU offered to South Caucasus countries a strengthened contractual framework through Association Agreements (AAs) and Deep and Comprehensive Free-Trade Areas (DCFTAs), as well as the gradual liberalisation of the visa regime and increased sectoral cooperation. This enhanced offer was premised upon partner countries' convergence with EU rules and standards. In the absence of a membership perspective, legal approximation with the EU's corpus of rules (the acquis communautaire) was intended to act as a driver of modernisation in the EU's eastern neighbourhood. This focus on legal approximation with EU acquis has three serious flaws. First, the Eastern Partnership's technical offer failed to strengthen the EU's toolbox (and therefore the EU's influence) in terms of conflict resolution. Second, while shifting toward extensive sector-specific and trade-related conditionality, 10 the EU did not make political changes a precondition for closer ties with the South Caucasus countries, even though there were considerable concerns over the rule of law in some of the countries within the region.
11 Third, the wide-scale export of EU standards and rules raises key questions in terms of the EU acquis' capacity to serve as a blueprint for development in post-Soviet countries. The discrepancy between the acquis and the partner countries' socio-economic context may actually hinder the adoption and application of EU templates, and therefore hamper the EU's transformative power in the region.
This calls for an in-depth analysis of South Caucasus countries' responses to the EU's offer of integration. The following three sections will highlight key dynamics triggered by the above described flaws in the EU's policies to inspire the discussion about alternative tools to better serve the EU's aim, namely to increase its visibility and leverage as a player in its eastern neighbourhood.
Armenia's Response to the EU
Armenia's response to the EU's offer as part of the ENP/Eastern Partnership mirrors a strong degree of continuity in a fast-changing regional context. It is premised upon both a high receptivity to the EU's model and a lingering sense of disillusionment with the EU's security capacity. To some extent, these perceptions have been shared by the country's elites and the general public, not least because 10 Despite the lack of aspirations to join the EU, Armenia welcomed the EU's offer under the Eastern Partnership. This is because it coincided with the emerging modernisation agenda of the Armenian authorities.
While Armenia had introduced structural reforms after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the transformation process was largely affected by the conflict with Azerbaijan. The latter thwarted further attempts to carry out reforms and led to the emergence of powerful commodity-based cartels tightly connected to the political elite. The country's attitude toward reform and response to the EU's offer drastically changed at the end of the 2000s as a result of both geopolitical and domestic factors. The 2008-2009 economic crisis hit the country severely and exposed its structural weaknesses, including an overreliance on remittances. In the wake of the crisis, Armenia suffered from a rise of poverty and widening socioeconomic disparities. Modernisation also emerged as an imperative for Armenian authorities' survival in the wake of the 2008 presidential elections that were marred by post-electoral violence and resulted in sharp political polarisation.
12
In this context, the Eastern Partnership entailed significant promise as it offered a template for modernisation. In a highly polarised political climate after the 2008 post-electoral violence, an overarching consensus thus emerged amongst domestic political actors on the benefits of closer relations with the EU, at a time when the Union extended tangible incentives to South Caucasus countries (e.g. the prospect of association agreements and DCFTAs) that had thus far been on the table with Ukraine only. For the incumbent elites, this was seen as a means to defuse tensions with the political opposition while also offering the promise of tangible results in terms of modernisation. In addition, the EU's offer under the Eastern Partnership minimised the political costs which would have to be incurred by a ruling elite that was closely connected to commodity-based cartels and unwilling to engage in deep and comprehensive democratisation. the eyes of Armenian elites, closer integration with the EU did not run counter the country's strategic alliance with Russia. In fact, Armenia never gave an equal weight (even if only in its foreign policy strategy) to Russia and the West. Rather, it strove to develop new partnerships with NATO, the EU and Western countries with the view to opening up new opportunities and complementing its alliance with Russia. The latter remained pivotal for the country's security, yet (in sharp contrast to the EU) was never regarded as a legitimate model for Armenia's modernisation. In essence, the Armenian authorities regarded economic reforms in line with EU templates as compatible with the country's security alliance with Russia.
14 However, Russia perceived the Eastern Partnership as an attempt to organise a regional group in its own backyard without its participation, thereby contradicting its interests in the region. 15 Therefore, in 2013 Russia increased its pressure to lure Armenia in its own regional integration project, the Eurasian Customs Union that was upgraded to the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) in 2015. Russia's pressure 16 was instrumental in the Armenian president's decision to join the EAEU, therefore renouncing to initial the AA and DCFTA with the EU. 17 This backtracking has to do with the fact that Armenia's policy is filtered through the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, in which Russia's security alliance is vital for Yerevan. By targeting Armenia's overarching priority, Russia was able to overturn the country's plans for a framework of economic integration.
While President Sargsyan's decision to join the EAEU came as a surprise to many in Armenia, it did not raise substantial criticism in the society. This is because of three factors. First, negotiations for an AA/DCFTA were conducted by small groups of experts, with limited awareness of the agreements and their implications among the general public. Second, Russia is strongly perceived as the country's security guarantee, while the EU is regarded as a weak security player. With the Safarov case in 2012, 18 many in Armenia realised that decisions by some EU Member States could -even though unintendedly -bring additional 14. L. Delcour, K. Wolczuk, "The EU's Unexpected 'Ideal Neighbour'?," 492. 16. E.g. threats of a 70% surge in energy prices and, especially, the conclusion of a deal with Azerbaijan envisaging the sale of weapons for the sum of approximately €4 billion. Eastern Partnership Civil Society Forum, Open Society European Policy Institute, International Renaissance Foundation, PASOS, 2015: 51. 17. Membership in the EAEU entails a delegation of sovereignty in trade-related issues (especially tariffs) which excludes the signature of a DCFTA by the member states.
18. An Azerbaijani officer, Ramil Safarov, brutally murdered an Armenian lieutenant with an axe in Hungary in 2004 and was imprisoned there until 2012, when Hungary decided to extradite him to Azerbaijan. Safarov received a hero's welcome upon returning to Azerbaijan. He was pardoned by Azerbaijani President Aliyev despite contrary assurances made to Hungary, promoted to the rank of major and given an apartment and over eight years of back pay. Armenia reacted by suspending ties with Hungary. 19 The EU's role in the conflict in Ukraine was interpreted as a confirmation of its intrinsic weakness and helplessness vis-à-vis Russia's blunt behaviour. It only reinforced the belief shared by many in Yerevan that Armenia did not have much of a choice in terms of deep economic integration. Third, while the EU is broadly regarded as a beacon of democracy and prosperity, it has growingly been associated (among others in the media) with other values that carry a negative connotation in Armenia, namely the defence of LBGT rights.
However, the EU's influence in Armenia did not stop with the country's backtracking from the Association Agreement/DCFTA. Despite the country's accession to the EAEU in 2015, the Armenian authorities have attempted to maintain (and even to expand) the links with the EU. This is primarily because the reasons that prompted Armenia to embrace EU templates under the Eastern Partnership have not vanished. As emphasised by President Sargsyan during the Vilnius EaP Summit in 2014, the EU is still regarded as a model for Armenia's modernisation:
"Building and strengthening Armenian nationhood upon a European model has been a conscious choice of ours, and that process is hence irreversible. Our major objective is to form such mechanisms with the EU that, on the one hand, would reflect the deep nature of our social, political and economic relationship, and on the other -would be compatible with other formats of co-operation." 20
In line with this narrative, the Armenian government intends to "act as a bridge" between the EU and the EAEU, 21 by encouraging the diffusion of EU standards (whenever possible) within the Eurasian Union. 22 While this role of a bridge-builder is unlikely to materialise in the near future due to the weak prospects of a dialogue between the EU and the EAEU, Armenia has negotiated and signed a new agreement with the EU that takes into account its obligations as an EAEU member. In spite of obvious limitations in trade-related and (to a lesser extent) foreign policy issues, the Comprehensive Enhanced Partnership Agreement (CEPA) paves the way for a wide-ranging cooperation between Armenia and the EU.
The way in which EU-Armenia relations will develop crucially hinge on a combination of domestic and regional factors. The massive demonstrations in 19. The EU expressed its concern, but did not condemn either Hungary's decision or Aliyev's move. April 2018 that led to the resignation of the newly appointed prime minister (and former president) Serzh Sargsyan highlight a strong demand for effective reforms and democratisation in the Armenian society. In recent years, Armenian NGOs have voiced criticisms vis-à-vis the EU for not fostering accountability of Armenian politicians and refraining from the use of political conditionality. The new authorities have seemingly placed the fight against corruption at the forefront of their reform efforts, which may in fact bring the country closer to EU values and templates. However, they have also made it clear that relations with the EU will not take precedence over the strategic partnership with Russia. Despite the change of power, Moscow remains Armenia's security guarantee -a role that the EU is not able to play in the eyes of many in Armenia. The strengthening of EU-Armenia cooperation seems to be endorsed officially by Russia as long as it does not contradict Armenia's EAEU commitments. However, Armenia's autonomy is precarious given the country's multifaceted dependence on Russia.
Azerbaijan's Response to EU's Policy
The three flaws -the EU's low profile in conflict resolution, the lack of political conditionality and the concentration on the EU acquis export -prominently feature in the mostly critical assessment of Azerbaijan's relations with the EU by government officials, analysts and civil society activists in Azerbaijan. While both the ruling elite and civil society jointly criticise the EU's failure to address Azerbaijan's immediate security needs, the two groups try to push the EU into different directions with regard to political conditionality and sector reform demands. The key issue of contestation is value-free versus value-driven EU foreign policy. Having incomparably more leverage, the incumbent elite has since 2013 increasingly managed to sideline the EU's normative agenda, while the room for civil society actors to demand support for domestic political and economic reforms is shrinking.
In 2010, Azerbaijan has initially agreed to the offer to negotiate an AA with the EU. However, three years later, shortly before the biennial Eastern Partnership summit, Azerbaijan has declared not to proceed with the negotiations but to aim at an alternative framework for its relations with the EU.
Azerbaijani government officials have invoked a variety of reasons for this decision. In rather formal terms, they framed the AA as a tool serving ultimately EU membership ambitions which Azerbaijan never had. More outspokenly, other statements see the AA as a "unilateral instruction list" and stress that Azerbaijan does not want to obey by the EU's normative agenda. Crucially, by blaming the EU for applying double standards, government officials have discredited the im-age of the EU as a normative agent. 23 Two issues raise contention. The first is the EU's emphasis of the right to self-determination vis-à-vis Armenia, which is perceived as strengthening Armenia's support of Nagorno-Karabakh's secessionism, and simultaneous statements of support for Azerbaijan's territorial integrity. Moreover, Azerbaijan blames the EU to deny Azerbaijan the degree of support for territorial integrity it provides to Georgia and Ukraine. The fact that the Joint Declaration of the Eastern Partnership Summit in 2015 refers to Georgia's and Ukraine's but not Azerbaijan's territorial integrity 24 was taken as an offence. The Joint Declaration of the following Summit in 2017, however, was treated as a foreign policy success in Azerbaijan since it mentions support for the territorial integrity of all Eastern Partnership countries.
Secondly, in the eyes of the ruling elite, any criticism on the current political regime, in particular the treatment of civil society activists, is also an incident of double standards. The argument is that the EU is biased when politicising court decisions or looks into the domestic situation of Azerbaijan without scrutinising undemocratic developments in other Eastern Partnership member states.
25
The peak was reached in 2015, when the European Parliament responded to the growing number of detained human rights activists, journalists and NGO leaders in a resolution demanding to halt negotiations on a cooperation framework with Azerbaijan until respect for human rights in Azerbaijan improved. Upon this resolution Azerbaijan disrupted several ways of communication with the EU for several months, including participation in the parliamentary assembly EURO-NEST and meetings with the EEAS.
The rationales behind the outlined rhetoric and action root in both domestic and international dynamics. In the light of Azerbaijan's official criticism on the EU's response to Azerbaijan's security needs, one should not overlook that the economic and political transformative agenda of the AA had little chance to attract compliance of the incumbent elite. The current regime builds on neopatrimonial patterns that, in oversimplified terms, rely on compromised rule of law, elite control over access to resources and limited societal participation in economic and political endeavours. 26 The AA, however, pursues bilateral relations conditioned on impartial application of law, broad economic participation by avoiding monopolies and call for wide societal participation. This diametrically opposed agenda has always made the AA unattractive for Azerbaijan's ruling 
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elite.
27 Similar reasons constrain the ruling elite's interest in the WTO membership so that Azerbaijan has for years been in the process of membership negotiations. However, unless Azerbaijan gains WTO membership, a DCFTA is no option for Azerbaijan and trade needs to be negotiated in another framework. What decreases incentives of the AA further is that, as Leila Alieva argues, Azerbaijan's government and business elite "is already 'integrated' into the EU with its assets, business and property." 28 Moreover, Azerbaijan's economic performance has since 2013 been negatively affected by the declining oil price. Between 2013 and 2016 Azerbaijan's GDP dropped by almost 50%, which raised the potential for societal tensions with an anti-government tune as indeed occurred in January 2015. This created incentives for the ruling elite to minimise the legitimacy of external criticism on the state of democracy in the country. First steps in this direction were to restrain from formally committing to political values and EU-shaped economic reforms by withdrawing from the AA and to publicly discredit the EU's normative agenda. Thus, unlike in Armenia, the recent economic crisis did not increase the AA's attractiveness. It rather induced government authorities to take a more distanced stance.
Putting the AA on hold also nourished a key pillar of President Ilham Aliyev's public support. For several years, the ruling elite has promoted foreign policy and cultural diplomacy as a stepping-stone for international visibility and ultimately international support of Azerbaijan's territorial integrity and the resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Declining the AA highlighted, in the narrative of the government, once more the willingness and power of the current government to pursue an independent foreign policy vis-à-vis regional powers. Azerbaijan's initiative to draft an alternative framework for the EU resonated particularly strongly with this approach. The initial proposal, a non-binding document on a "Strategic Modernisation Partnership," did not fall on fruitful ground. But in 2016, the EU has accepted to negotiate on a Strategic Partnership Agreement examples of where a neighbourhood country has leverage to actually significantly alter the EU's policy. 29 The SPA has been under negotiation since February 2017. Both the EU officials and the Azerbaijani side report progress, but have not yet announced a timeframe for its completion. It will have a political, trade, investment, transport, security and cultural dimension with Azerbaijan's strong emphasis on trade and transport. The EU is Azerbaijan's largest trade partner, accounting for roughly 50% of its trade turnover. 30 It is noteworthy that the EU is becoming an increasingly important partner also for Azerbaijan's non-oil exports, which Azerbaijan will have to expand in the near future. Enhanced access to the European market is, therefore, crucial for Azerbaijan. Besides the SPA, a number of agreements and financial instruments structure the relations with the EU. The most central initiative is the Southern Gas Corridor, which is planned to become a central building block for the European energy security. 31 Azerbaijan emphasises its key role in the project and, thus, the leverage it has on Europe's energy future by taking the lead in key working committees and events. Azerbaijan is financially more potent than in the 1990s. However, for development in its region, the country still draws on technical cooperation provided by the EU. Moreover, Azerbaijan continues to request EU twinning projects for the state administration. Overall, the ruling elite has significant interest in good relations with the EU, but also enough influence for shaping the rules of the game.
To avoid further critical reaction from EU institutions, Azerbaijan balances its stance on the EU's normative agenda by allowing for continued engagement of NGOs in the Eastern Partnership civil society forum. In this frame, the government authorities even welcome NGO activities that raise awareness in Europe for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.
32 At the same time, the government has imposed measures to constrain the domestic outreach of NGO activities. Since 2014, NGOs have been lacking resources for staff and activities due to severe constraints in the acquisition of external funding. Furthermore, detentions and sentences of leading activists have damaged the general reputation of this kind of societal organisation and decreased trust in their activities. Beyond this, NGO representatives report to struggle increasingly to reach out to govern- 33 Thus, civil society organisations have extremely limited scope for engagement with the ruling elite, but also with the society. Accordingly, it is not surprising that unlike in Ukraine, the government's decision to abandon AA negotiations was made without any visible reaction from the population.
Given these deteriorating conditions for NGOs, civil society actors perceive the EU's decision to prioritise further engagement with Azerbaijan's incumbent elite rather than supporting civil society organisations with democratic normsrelated conditionality as an incident of double standards. The EU, thus, has failed to meet the expectations of Azerbaijan's civil society.
34
Since negotiations of the SPA with the EU are not yet completed, it is too early to conclude to what extent authorities in Azerbaijan have managed to push aside EU's acquis and the normative agenda. However, the case of Azerbaijan clearly shows the limited attractiveness of the EU's neighbourhood toolbox for the ruling elite. From the perspective of the civil society, it is particularly the readiness of the EU to deviate from the normative fundament which disheartens Azerbaijan's civil society actors. It remains to be seen whether the acknowledgement of the elite interests combined with continuing transfer of norms through technical cooperation will, in the end, strengthen the EU's ambition to be a transformative power or will urge it to drop this ambition.
Georgia's Response to the EU
With strong societal support, Georgia's governments have been striving for European integration for almost two decades. Indeed, the country's relations with the EU have substantially intensified with the AA and the DCFTA, in force since 2016, and the waiver for visas for short-term stays since 2017. However, the path towards association with the EU was and is marked by disillusion concerning the EU's acknowledgement of and commitment to Georgia's national security priorities. While this disillusion did not alter Georgia's foreign policy agenda, it encouraged the government to compromise for the sake of progress. This, however, comes with the risk of creating shallow reforms and losing people's support.
From the early 1990s onwards, but particularly after the Rose Revolution in 2003, the EU was in the focus of Georgia's security policy. In the light of the secessionist conflicts and Russia's support of the breakaway regions, Georgia's governments continuously viewed close ties with Western actors as a security guarantee. Based on this rationale, Georgia's ruling elite developed membership aspirations -initially for NATO, later for the EU -and demanded the two or- ganisations to support Georgia's security capacity and to engage in peacemaking. Given this overarching security perspective, it is not surprising that the EU gained centre stage in Georgia's foreign policy after NATO had cooled down Georgia's ambitions by denying a Membership Action Plan in 2008. 35 For this stronger emphasis on the EU, the government could draw on the population's support since pro-EU voices have always been slightly higher than NATO-membership support.
The post-Rose Revolution government under Saakashvili framed Georgia's commitment to the EU as a necessity for Georgia's freedom, democracy, independence and peace 36 and entered the period of intensified cooperation with the EU as a demanding neighbour. Like the other South Caucasus countries, Georgia became part of the ENP in 2004, which Saakashvili initially saw as a chance to gain more EU engagement in Georgia's key security challenge, the secessionist conflicts with Abkhazia and South Ossetia. However, as indicated above, the EU was rather reluctant to respond to Georgia's demands in this regard. The EU signalled attention to conflict resolution with the appointment of an EU Special Representative for the South Caucasus in 2003. However, only after the RussianGeorgian five-days war in 2008, the EU got explicitly involved in peace-making and peace-keeping only through the EU Monitoring Mission and through engagement in the security sector reform. 37 Overall, Saakashvili's initiatives in the first ENP years to shape the agenda of the initial ENP instrument, the Action Plan, did not have the expected results and produced some disenchantment among the ruling elite.
38
New enthusiasm created the Eastern Partnership, which Georgia's authorities and the general public perceived as the European response to Russia's aggression. Moreover, in the Georgian view, the five-day war also highlighted that the EU had contributed substantially to end Russia's aggression with the ceasefire agreement negotiated by Nicolas Sarkozy, who at that time presided the Council of the EU. This encouraged calls for further EU security engagement. However, there is also disillusion about the EU refraining from a strong response to emerging security threats such as Russia's borderisation tactics.
39
In the field of political and economic cooperation with the EU, resistance to adopt EU regulations and norms initially marked Saakashvili's approach. The Saakashvili administration questioned the relevance of EU norms and their applicability to Georgia. Given that these fields initially had a secondary rank, Georgia's newly ruling elite was not ready to fully comply with the EU demands set out in the ENP Action Plan and -since 2009 -with the conditionality related to the AA. Under Saakashvili, Georgia's EU compliance was driven by two interlinked concerns. On the one hand, the ruling elites were eager to maintain the neopatrimonial structures on which their power rested. On the other hand, Saakashvili was committed to rapid reforms with a strong emphasis on deregulation, which contradicted the EU's agenda. In this light, Saakashvili demonstrated an intransigent stance on crucial EU demands such as the competition regulation and food safety regulations. Moreover, in the area of visa liberalisation, which promised to generate public support, Saakashvili pursued the strategy of selective adjustment to EU requirements. This strategy allowed the government to signal progress in convergence with EU norms without compromising their own approach to migration.
40
Both the AA and the visa-liberalisation negotiations were finalised under the Georgian Dream -Democratic Georgia (GDDG) government, despite the initial fears that the new ruling elites might de-prioritise the EU in Georgia's foreign relations. The GDDG government was instead committed to rapidly finalise negotiations and was ready to adjust Georgia's legislation to EU regulations, demanding less consideration of the domestic conditions in Georgia. This speedy process of reform, however, causes some concerns on the sustainability and actual implementation.
41 With regard to the AA/DCFTA, one concern is the fact that the agreement is only partially driven by economic rationales. While the DCFTA has a certain economic basis, given that the EU is a key trade partner for Georgia, it does not respect Georgia's economic needs in all regards. Analysts based in Georgia explain this through the political and security priorities that have also driven the negotiation and adoption process. 42 In case of full implementation, 39. Borderisation denotes the unilateral installation of border markers, fencing and barbed wire along the administrative borderlines between Abkhazia, South Ossetia and the rest of Georgia, which slightly expands the territory of the de facto states and therefore violates the 2008 ceasefire agreement. Cf. https://www.nytimes. com/2016/10/24/world/europe/in-russias-frozen-zone-a-creeping-border-with-georgia.html. the DCFTA is expected to come with a number of negative effects for Georgian businesses. One issue is the new food safety regulations, which are an immense burden for Georgia's large group of small-scale agricultural entrepreneurs since they will not only transform the export, but also the domestic market. In addition, some effects of the AA on the market structure may have negative impact for businesses that are oriented towards Russia. 43 Thus, the challenges of the AA for the Georgian government are higher than just its formal implementation. In this light, the ruling elite can be expected to purport rather than fully implement the AA.
Georgia has to already put another log on the fire for the visa liberalisation deal. A year after the visa waiver, European voices demand reaction to the high number of asylum seekers and irregular migrants from Georgia. The GDDG government immediately announced some legal reforms and an information campaign to avoid talk about a suspension of the visa-free regime. A suspension of this for Georgian citizens most tangible EU agreement would tremendously damage the image of the current government both internationally and in the eyes of the general public.
Thus, while the Saakashvili objected adjustment to the EU in order to transform the country according to his own vision, the GDDG government in absence of a comparably strong vision was more inclined to formally accept the EU's transformative agenda. The current government continues to frame the EU integration as a function of Georgia's security policy. In this light, government authorities depict both the visa liberalisation and the AA/DCFTA as a means to raise Georgia's attractiveness for the population living in the de facto states Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Leading politicians also uphold the vision of deeper EU integration. Asked at the day when the AA was signed for prospects of EU membership, Prime Minister Garibashvili stated:
"Unofficially we applied for membership today; officially -it depends on progress that we will make, but I can guarantee you that we will do our best to meet all the requirements of the European Union." rectly to the European Commission with the pledge to more closely monitor certain developments.
Public opinion polls conducted between 2011 and 2017 indicate a strong, but in recent years declining public support for the government's EU policy. While up to 70% voiced support for EU membership in the phase of the AA/DCFTA negotiations, the number declined after 2013 with an upward trend since 2015. The number of clear-cut EU membership proponents reached only 45% in 2017, while 28% were not in favour of, but also did not actively reject this perspective. Given that large parts of the population are unaware of the key elements of Georgia's EU relations, these figures cannot be interpreted as informed responses to the government's EU policy. It is, however, noteworthy that the figures roughly correlate with more pronounced anti-Western tunes in Georgian media. According to a media monitoring between 2014 and 2016, a growing number of media outlets disseminate predominantly either anti-Russian or anti-liberal values referring to Russia as a single provider of security and discrediting i.a. the EU as contradicting Georgian traditional values. 45 With the change of government in 2012, factions and societal groupings that oppose the government's EU commitments gained visibility, but are still marginal, bringing together not more than a few hundred people in public gatherings. However, civil society organisations appear to be increasingly alarmed by this phenomenon and urge the government to improve its EU-related public diplomacy through information campaigns.
Overall, Georgia stands out in the South Caucasus as a country in which both government authorities and large parts of the civil society lobby for the country's future in the EU framework. This rationale is, in particular in the view of the ruling elite, motivated by security concerns rather than by support of the EU norms transmitted in the EU's acquis. Integration ambitions shall tie the EU closer to Georgia as a supporter of Georgia's security. In this light, the EU's focus on the export of its legal framework creates incentives for shallow instead of substantial reforms.
Conclusion
Comparing the dynamics of the EU's policy and Armenia's, Azerbaijan's and Georgia's responses to it highlights an increasing differentiation in the toolbox with which the EU conducts its relations with these countries. Thus, the readiness announced the 2015 ENP review to replace the one-size-fits-all approach with tailor-made, differentiated policies appears to materialise increasingly. While Georgia's relations with the EU build on the AA/DCFTA, the EU offered Armenia a Comprehensive Enhanced Partnership Agreement and agreed to negoti-ate a Strategic Partnership Agreement upon Azerbaijan's request. The analysis, however, shows that the differentiation has not necessarily led to the envisioned increasing effectiveness and visibility of the EU in the region so far. The analysis highlights that the current approaches still come with three significant flaws. Firstly, by not substantially upgrading its engagement in conflict resolution, the EU fails to respond to the countries' security needs. The EU does not rise to a key security provider in the region. Secondly, by largely abandoning political conditionality, the EU appears to accept undemocratic developments in the partner countries and loses, in the eyes of civil society organisations, its image as a democracy promoter. This holds particularly true for Azerbaijan. To what degree the EU is able to promote democracy through further engagement remains to be seen. Finally, the extensive reliance on the export of the EU's acquis often fails to meet the countries' needs as all three cases show. In Azerbaijan, the emphasis on the acquis export produced alienation and led the country to use its leverage in EU energy security matters to apply an alternative approach. Lacking such power, Georgia responded with shallow reforms. In the case of Armenia, the EU's agenda had to be adjusted substantially after Russia's interference in the country's legal adjustment to the EU. In light of these findings, we suggest the following recommendations for EU action:
Recommendations to the EU:
-To condition closer links with the EU to reach progress in the rule of law, democratisation and good governance and -as recommended by the European Parliament -ensure that political prisoners are freed before the end of negotiations for a new agreement with Azerbaijan; -To be flexible in the approximation with the acquis (primarily in Georgia); this does not mean accepting a shallow adoption and/or implementation in all areas, but rather prioritising the adoption and implementation of EU acquis in those areas where it will have a clear added value for the country's development; -To encourage dialogue between governing elites and civil society over the country's EU policy in order to foster the involvement of both; -To develop, clearly define and communicate possibilities and limits of the EU's engagement in conflict resolution in the South Caucasus in order not to raise wrong expectations.
Recommendations to the South Caucasus governments:
-To invest more into communicating the EU policy, the advantages and burdens that come with it, to the general public in order to generate and
